Neuroendocrine aspects of placenta and pregnancy.
Placenta plays a central role in the regulation of physiological mechanisms of pregnancy, and in particular is the organ of communication between mother and fetus. This action is also related to its ability to produce hormones, growth factors and cytokines during the progression of pregnancy, and in response to stimuli such as stress and inflammation/infection. In the last years the understanding of the physiological and pathological functions of human placenta revealed the hypersecretion of hormones in presence of gestational diseases and raised the question whether this mechanism is cause of disorders of pregnancy, or part of an adaptive response of placenta to resolve adverse conditions. However, there are evidences indicating that changes of placental hormone secretion may have clinical usefulness, since they are measurable in biological fluids, and may be used as predictive markers or prognostic tools. Of particular interest is the role of corticotropin releasing hormone, urocortins and activins in the maintaining physiological pregnancy and in the pathogenesis of diseases (preterm birth and preeclampsia).